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Enhancing the capacity of kin caregivers and their families to meet the 
needs of children left behind 
Abstract: Based on qualitative research of the experiences of 23 kin caregivers and five 
school personnel, this article explores the role of informal kinship care in addressing 
the needs of school-age children left behind in rural China. The findings of this study 
suggest that kin caregivers’ child rearing capacities are limited in the rural context, and 
they are often overwhelmed by children’s diverse and complex needs, particularly their 
emotional ones. In view of the huge population and their vulnerability, it is imperative 
for the state to take up its responsibilities and develop specific social work services and 
other support for children left behind and their families. 
Keywords: children’s needs; children left behind; kinship care; rural China; social 
work; grandparents; alternative care; caregivers.  
Introduction  
Rural children left behind by their parents who seek work in cities are a major and growing 
social issue in China. This article examines the needs of Chinese rural children left behind by 
their urban migrant parents. We detail how these needs are being addressed, with an emphasis 
on kin caregivers’ capacity for meeting these. The research findings presented arise from a 
doctoral study by the lead author, which identifies views on school-age children’s needs as 
reported by kin caregivers and school personnel. The exploratory study focuses on 
participants’ experiences of meeting children’s needs. We examine how the rural China 
context restricts caregivers’ child rearing capacities and, the strategies used to address 
children’s needs, especially when necessary resources are not available.  
We initially outline the identified eight needs of children left behind identified in this study. 
We then focus on how caregivers, mostly children’s grandparents, attempt to address key 
needs for emotional wellbeing, relationship development and educational achievement.. In 
discussing this data, we identify a clear role for social work services as a mechanism for 
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providing social assistance and posit they can make significant positive impacts on these 
children’s wellbeing. We argue that such help is warranted and recommend that state 
agencies work in harmony to be child-centred and meet these children’s diverse needs.  
The needs of children left behind in rural China  
Rapid industrialization in China over the last three decades has created a substantial number 
of new non-agricultural jobs and attracted more and more rural residents to cities for better 
incomes (Du, Park, and Wang 2005). However, the central government has implemented 
some policies to stem the pace of urbanization and maintain a rural population (Garcia 2011). 
Specifically, rural migrants’ access to urban social services is limited by China’s household 
registration (hukou) system (Du, Park, and Wang 2005), within which, migrated workers’ 
children are not entitled to the same educational resources as urban children. Hence, many 
migrant parents choose to leave their children in local villages. According to the latest census, 
around 61 million rural children remain in local communities and live with their kin, and 
these children account for 37.7% of all rural children (All-China Women's Federation 2013). 
Children left behind have the same basic needs as all children and also some unique needs 
related to their separation from their parents. Based on her survey data with children left 
behind in China's southern province of Guangdong in 2006 and 2008, Xu (2009) concluded 
that children left behind have a strong need to spend more time with their parents and felt 
happy if this need was met. These children also reported the need for emotional support, 
especially communication with adults, if their parents are not available. However, studies 
show that the emotional needs of children left behind are often overlooked, or fail to be met 
due to little intimacy with their parents (see for example, Ye and Pan 2011). 
Most studies on children left behind have focused on the impact of parental migration on 
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these children’s wellbeing. Some studies have shown that children left behind and their 
caregivers may benefit financially from remittance from the children’s parents (see for 
example, Zhang and Wu 2003). However, Ye and Pan (2011) collected data with 400 
children left behind and 128 caregivers in five mid-southern provinces and concluded that 
parental migration also impacts on these children’s needs in negative ways. These children 
not only had less time to play and study than their peers, but also suffered from psychological 
pressures. These findings are consistent with those of Hu, Li, and Liu (2011), who surveyed 
360 children left behind in Henan province and found that the overall level of children’s 
welfare became lower after being separated from their parents. Although children’s material 
welfare increased, their social and emotional wellbeing was compromised. For example, Jia 
and Tian (2010) surveyed 606 children in Shandong province and found that children left 
behind were 2.5 times more likely to suffer from loneliness than children who lived with their 
parents. The likelihood of being lonely was even greater if children left behind were cared for 
by their grandparents (Jia and Tian 2010). Moreover, the safety of children left behind has 
been a big concern, and they have been found to be more likely to suffer non-fatal injury than 
children who are cared for by both of their parents (Shen et al. 2009). However, living with 
kin caregivers still benefited children left behind, as being with non-kin caregivers put 
children at even higher risk to manifest emotional and behaviour problems (Fan et al. 2010). 
Extensive research has also been undertaken on the mental health of children left behind. 
Generally speaking, children left behind have poorer health-related quality of life than their 
counterparts, and this mainly results from psychosocial dysfunction (Jia et al. 2010). Higher 
rates of anxiety have been found among children left behind than their peers. Moreover, this 
anxiety not only exists in the study activities of children left behind, but also exists in their 
interaction with people (Qiao, Chen, and Yuan 2008). It should be noted that there have been 
controversial viewpoints regarding the mental health problems of children left behind. 
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Although most researchers believe these children suffer severe problems, some argue that the 
problems have been overstated. The different viewpoints can be attributed to small sample 
size of these studies, which limits research findings’ generalization. They can be also related 
to the specific context of children left behind. For example, financial constrains in some 
regions could worsen children’s existing mental health problems (Jiang and Björn 2010). 
A number of studies have found that the nutritional needs of children left behind were not 
always being met. Based on a quantitative study with 744 children left behind in four 
representative counties across China, Luo et al. (2008) found these children generally have a 
lower food intake than their peers. Although the basic care of children left behind was 
addressed by their grandparents, these children’s nutrition levels were lower than that of the 
control group. Similar findings can be found in other studies. For example, Tan et al. (2010) 
selected one northern and six southern provinces that have considerable number of children 
left behind, and compared parent caregivers and non-parent caregivers of children under 
seven years old. They found that non-parent caregivers had relatively poor nutrition 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviours. Another comparative study in Guangdong province by 
Gao et al. (2010) found that school-age children left behind were more likely to have a less 
healthy diet and engage in fewer physical activities than children who live with their parents. 
Therefore, it is unsurprising that children left behind have higher rates of stunted growth and 
being underweight (All-China Women's Federation 2007). 
The education of children left behind is another area that draws researchers’ attention. It has 
been found that the academic standing of children left behind is worse than children who live 
with their parents, and this is especially the case for children’s confidence and interest in 
learning (Liang, Hou, and Chen 2008). Many children left behind report a need for tutoring 
support (Xu 2009). A higher rate of dropping out of school has been found among children 
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left behind compared to their counterparts (Gao et al. 2010). Moreover, children whose 
parents both migrate have worse academic self-concepts and teacher-student relationships 
(Yao and Mao 2008).  
This review of the literature underscores the need for further examination of kin caregivers 
and their families’ capacity for meeting these children’s needs. Although there is a growing 
body of quantitative studies conducted with children left behind, there is limited research on 
the subjective perceptions of adults such as kin caregivers and school personnel, whose social 
constructions of the needs of these children play a critical role in determining how they 
respond to meet these. The review also identified a research gap as to geographical 
consideration, as most existing studies are based on Southern provinces where the number of 
children left behind is significant. The present study contributes to the extant knowledge base 
by empowering and encouraging participants’ own constructions, and improving our 
understandings of the relative and psychological aspects of their caring and support roles in 
Northeast China. 
Research Methods 
The central research question developed in the doctoral study was: What are the needs of 
children in informal kinship care in rural Jilin Province, China? Guided by this question, we 
examined the experiences of caregivers and school personnel in identifying and meeting 
children’s needs. Qualitative methods were used to gain in-depth information about complex 
and multi-layered phenomena such as feelings, subjective experiences, and emotions as 
expressed by the research participants (Baker and Charvat 2008). Through semi-structured 
interviews, participants’ perceptions shaped our conversations and gave us insight into their 
realities and experiences. By doing this, we were also able to examine the contextual settings 
with which participants are affiliated (Berg 2007), and this is particularly important for 
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exploring the real issues these rural families face.  
We adopted a purposive sampling strategy to recruit kin caregivers and school personnel in a 
specific area of China. This strategy was used because we aimed to obtain insight into the 
needs of children left behind within a Chinese context rather than to generalize to a 
population (Onwuegbuzie and Collins 2007). Participants were recruited from the rural areas 
of Shijiapu, a medium-sized Town in Jilin province in Northeast China. Given that most 
existing studies have been conducted in South China, the present research chose a sample site 
elsewhere, namely, in Northeast China. Besides region preference, we chose Shijiapu Town 
as sample site because the Central Primary School in town has been awarded as a National 
Level Demonstrative School for its outstanding work with children left behind.  The school 
has not only established the profiles of children left behind, but has also organised several 
seminars for kin caregivers and their families.  
Administratively, Shijiapu belongs to Lishu County, where agricultural workers account for 
around three fourths of total population. The per capita net income of rural residents in Lishu 
County was 8,783 yuan (around $1,450). Shijiapu is around 202 km², including 15 villages 
and one central community with a hospital. It has a population of around 34, 670 and most 
residents live in rural areas (Lishu County Government 2012). Accurate number of migrant 
families in Shijiapu was not available, however, there were usually two or three school-age 
children left behind in each village. Traditional agriculture is the main economic base in 
Shijiapu, as well as industries such as cement, ethanol production and water bottling. Rice is 
the most commonly consumed food for rural residents. A national highway passes the central 
community, so residents can easily travel out of the town. However, it is very difficult for 
villagers to get to the central community, because the public transport option connecting it to 
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the villages is not well developed. Most residents therefore rely on taxis to transport children 
to school. 
Participants and data collection  
Ethics approval was obtained from the Queensland University of Technology Human 
Research Ethics Committee. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 23 kin 
caregivers from 18 households, aged 42 to 71 years, and five school personnel. Although we 
were interested in children’s own perceptions of their needs, we could not involve them due 
to time limitations and the lead author’s limited experience in interviewing children. The 
criteria for recruiting caregivers were that they lived in the villages rather than the central 
community, and had full-time care of their relative’s school-age child (ren) for at least six 
months. The six-month criterion was used to make sure children were left behind and under 
full-time care by caregivers. Almost all the caregivers (22) were children’s grandparents, and 
the other was the single uncle of a child who also lived with her grandmother. Participants’ 
educational level was generally low, as most of them had not finished primary school. 
Sixteen kin caregivers participated in two interviews. The first interview, lasting around 30 
minutes, gathered background information about caregivers and their families, including how 
the child came into their care. The second interview, which was around one and a half hours, 
was more focused on caregiver’s understandings and experiences of rearing the child. For 
example, we asked ‘What comes to your mind when I say children’s needs?’ 
Five school personnel, including two senior staff and three frontline teachers who were 
familiar with children left behind, were also interviewed, these lasting approximately one 
hour and gathering data on their reflections and the school resources available to children left 
behind. 
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To ensure the credibility of the findings, the size of sample referred to respected research 
conducted in this field (Baker and Charvat 2008). However, the lead author was only given 
two months to collect data in China due to scholarship restrictions. Thus, it was not feasible 
for us to plan for a large sample. 
Data analysis  
Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. To maximise the data’s original 
meanings, all transcripts were coded in Chinese. Only key quotes were translated into English 
during the following analysis. We used NVivo 9 to facilitate data analysis, including 
organizing codes and memos (Weitzman 2008). All transcribed data was coded in this 
software, which highlighted the importance of each need in terms of frequency. The manual 
process of identifying prevailing themes was guided by an Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis approach (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009). At the first stage, the descriptive 
accounts of children’s needs and participants’ relevant thoughts were coded. Following this, 
different themes, especially those centred on children’ needs, emerged from close reading of 
the transcript. These themes were then further connected to each other based on participants’ 
explanations as well as researchers’ own interpretations of their roles. Finally, themes were 
categorized and further bonded together. 
Findings 
The protective role of kinship care in meeting the needs of children left behind   
The needs of children left behind identified in this study were categorized into eight themes: 
(1) emotional needs and mental health, (2) relationships, (3) empowerment and agency, (4) 
safety, (5) education, (6) basic care, (7) physical health, and (8) personal development. We 
will not present each theme in detail in this paper due to word limitation. Rather, we picked 
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some themes so we can elaborate how caregivers experienced and responded to particular 
needs.  
Children’s parents had to leave home and work hard in the city to get by. They were 
reportedly reluctant to make a living in this way but local farming could not provide adequate 
income nor future prospects. Kin caregivers saw this migration as being for the good of the 
family, especially the children, and they showed strong intentions to make partial 
contributions by sharing the burden of child rearing. Most caregivers were grandparents who, 
during the course of interviews, emphasized their deep love for these children. This 
intergenerational love sometimes even exceeded that for these caregivers’ own children:  
As I said, this is another generation, and it is not like my own child. I love 
my grandson even more than my own children1. Seriously, this is 
different. I buy whatever she likes.  
Kin caregivers’ love and family obligation provoked passionate commitment to children’s 
wellbeing, which also provided children with a strong sense of belonging. They reported that 
it was not uncommon that children left behind developed closer relationships with kin 
caregivers than their own parents. These kin attachments alleviated children’s emotional grief 
and loss due to their parents’ absence, and were therefore beneficial for their mental health 
development. 
Most caregivers applied their own child rearing experiences to children left behind, and this 
advantage was especially apparent in addressing children’s basic care, including food, 
clothing, and personal hygiene. Compared with other needs, caregivers reported that they 
                                                 
1       As an old characteristic of the Chinese society, parents normally have a son preference. Some 
parents even call a girl as ‘son’, which shows their love for her is equal to that of boys. In this 
case, the caregiver called the girl as grandson because she really liked this child. 
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were more experienced and confident in providing basic care. For example, they made extra 
efforts to provide appropriate nutrition for children, including treating them with special 
meals based on children’s preferences. However, living in rural areas means most caregivers 
relied on their own gardens and farms to supply food for the family. When it was not in 
season, caregivers had to travel to the town to buy food, especially fresh vegetables and 
fruits. The travel can be a heavy burden for rural residents if they did not have their own 
transport or were in poor health. 
Caregivers’ love and commitment brought considerable benefits to children’s health, 
especially when they were ill and needed delicate care. Several cases in this study showed 
that these caregivers spared no effort to make sure ill children were cared for well. Since 
caregivers’ understandings of children’s health were centred on illness or, rather, its absence, 
they tried to prevent children from becoming ill. Strategies to keep children healthy were 
based on caregivers’ past child rearing experiences, as well as their familiarity with the 
children. It should be noted, however, that caregivers’ individual efforts to ensure children’s 
health were limited by local conditions. Some caregivers doubted the quality of local health 
services, even though there were clinic doctors who provided home treatment. 
Caregivers’ limited capacities for meeting children’s needs 
Lacking support: addressing children’s emotional needs and relationships  
Although caregivers were dedicated to meeting children’s emotional needs through their 
intimate bonds, their capacity was restricted in several ways. According to both caregivers 
and school personnel, children were vulnerable because they could not live with their parents 
at such young ages. Although caregivers tried to assume a parental role, their role for children 
was seen distinctly differently. Usually, these children suffered from emotional loss and grief, 
so comforting them was a big part of caregivers’ caring experiences. For instance, one child 
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was sent to stay with her parents during a summer holiday. This girl had been living with her 
grandparents for a few years and had always been fine with them. But after coming back, the 
girl could not help missing her parents. Her grandmother described her need to be comforted:  
This time things were out of control. She cried for two nights, and said she 
missed her parents. She wouldn’t go to bed, and kept asking me to call her 
parents and ask them to come back immediately.  
Many caregivers attempted to manage children’s trauma and grief, however, they often felt it 
was difficult to abate children’s negative emotions. A few caregivers chose not to step in 
when children were upset, as they did not want to make the situation worse. In most cases, 
caregivers kept children free from pressure or anxiety, as these factors may lead children to 
miss their parents. This consideration even influenced caregivers’ attitudes toward discipline 
and communication with children. The caregiver above expressed the concern about her 
grandson, as the child was easily upset. In view of his unstable mood, this caregiver seemed 
very cautious about scolding: 
I have to consider his parents’ absence. It’s not easy to be a maternal 
grandmother, as I can neither be too harsh or gentle. It’s not like my own 
child. To be honest, I could slap my own child, but how can I slap him? I 
don’t want to make him anxious.  
Caregivers’ sympathy and tolerance in addressing children’s emotional suffering was 
sometimes criticised by school personnel who considered it as spoiling. Along with this, we 
identified a generation gap, which resulted in communication barriers between children and 
their caregivers. Children in this study were seen as being timid and inhibited following their 
parents’ departure. They reportedly lacked courage or felt reluctant to openly express their 
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needs. Caregivers, on the other hand, felt powerless and had to rely on their own assumptions 
regarding children’s thoughts. Consequentially, children’s inner worlds were yet to be 
explored by their closest relatives, namely caregivers, and this was especially the case if 
children were introverted. In the following quote, a caregiver reported the difficulties in 
communication with her grandson (nine years old): 
As older generation, I’m not as good at communication as others. Some 
people do, but I don’t know how to communicate.  
Caregivers’ communication challenge was confirmed by school personnel, who emphasized 
the children’s need to be actively communicated with. One school staff member reported that 
communication was not just scolding, which she believed often happened among caregivers. 
School personnel agreed that communication indicated the way children were educated, and 
argued that adults should treat every child individually.  
Besides a generation gap, busy life styles also prevented some caregivers from understanding 
children’s emotional needs. These rural residents generally had little time to interact with 
children, especially during farming season. One caregiver reported that he ignored his 
granddaughter several times due to busy work, even though he knew the girl was keen to talk.  
Along with children’s emotional needs and mental health, participants emphasized the unique 
roles of children’s parents. Although caregivers were close kin to children left behind, they 
were aware of not being able to replace children’s parents, especially their mothers. This 
relationship, as part of being a human, was considered as being rooted in children’s nature. In 
addition to the emotional bond between children and their parents, caregivers valued parent’s 
significance in communication with children. They even pointed out that grandparents were 
at a disadvantage compared with parents. 
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Generally, both caregivers and school personnel encouraged children to have regular contact 
with their parents. However, we identified caregivers’ dilemma when it came to children’s 
education. Several cases showed that children’s studies were influenced in a negative way 
after their parents visited them. A few caregivers expressed their concerns about the 
frequency of parental contact, as they thought it could distract children from their studies. It 
should be noted that due to long distance, most children could only talk to their parents 
occasionally through phone rather than in person. A few caregivers felt reluctant to let 
children call their parents as they wished, because long distance calling was too expensive. 
Lacked skill: tutoring children  
Education was the most important need perceived by caregivers, which in this study mainly 
referred to children’s formal education, such as primary schooling and higher education. 
Participants reported a variety of educational support for children left behind. Some of the 
support refers to material resources, and the other was based on participants’ personal 
guidance.  
While describing homework concerns, caregivers highlighted children’s tutoring needs. 
Unsurprisingly, caregivers did their best to assist the children in homework. Despite their 
willingness to tutor children at home, most of them complained of incapacity due to their own 
low level of education. The following quote was a typical description from a caregiver: 
We have spent a lot of money (on her education), but she is still left 
behind in study. If I could read, it would be much better... It’s so difficult 
for her grandpa. It even takes him a while to look up a word in the 
dictionary. His eyesight is poor, so he has to wear glasses. I know nothing 
so I can’t look up for her.  
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Most school personnel agreed about caregivers’ struggles in tutoring children. One school 
staff member reported that caregivers generally lacked authority compared with the 
children’s parent. And, moreover, caregivers could not guarantee the quality of children’s 
homework: 
The point is the child can’t get appropriate tutoring at home. Also, parents 
are far away, and they rarely contact the child due to the high cost of 
phoning...She (the grandmother) knew that he did homework, but she 
didn’t know whether he finished or did it correctly…He probably doesn’t 
listen to them (the grandparents). They tried hard to remind him of 
homework, but he listened with half an ear. He might do the homework 
while watching TV. However, if his parents were around, he wouldn’t 
dare to do that. Since parents are away, grandparents are not likely to be 
too strict with him…  
As caregivers were generally not able to provide quality tutoring with children left behind, 
five families arranged for children to live with their teachers. The teachers were paid to take 
care of these children and supervised their studies during weekdays. On weekends, children 
were picked up by caregivers and stayed with them. Caregivers reported that they did not 
have other choices, and this arrangement was for the good of children: 
I don’t know anything about his study, otherwise I won’t let him stay with 
his teacher. The teacher can tutor him, and I’m willing to pay more for 
this…He can learn more when living with the teacher. The teacher can 
assist with his homework.  
And another said: 
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I have to send her to stay with the teacher. I would rather she lived at 
home, which costs less. However, I can’t really help with her homework.  
Consistent with Western research findings, most kin caregivers in this study had little formal 
education. When they were not capable of tutoring children, they used alternative strategies 
such as sending children to live with teachers. Such arrangements contributed to children’s 
academic performance, however, it is perhaps at the cost of sacrificing children’s emotional 
needs and mental health in the long run. Children reportedly craved to rejoin with caregivers 
at the weekend, even though teachers can meet their need for basic care. Some caregivers 
arranged private tutoring for children, but long distance travel and expenditure prevented 
most families from making this arrangement.    
Struggled endeavour: safeguarding children  
In addition to tutoring, children’s safety was another big concern for caregivers. The rural 
environment was a double-edged sword for children left behind and their families. It was not 
uncommon that villagers gathered to kill time, and they usually kept an eye on children who 
played around. This provided an informal and collective protection for children left behind. 
However, living in rural community also brought some potential hazards, especially when 
children had access to ponds or busy roads. According to caregivers’ experiences, children 
left behind spent a lot of time playing in the local villages. Caregivers were extremely 
cautious about children’s safety if they played around roads, because the traffic sometimes 
could be fast flowing. In addition to oral warnings about the traffic, some caregivers chose to 
restrain children’s activities and kept them at home. These restrictions reflected caregivers’ 
responsibility as children’s guardians. Caregivers highly valued their protective roles in 
caring for children and, at the same time, felt under the pressure from family and local 
communities to ensure children’s safety.  
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When asked what the children’s safety meant to caregivers, they were most likely to mention 
school travelling. There was no school bus or public transport available, so some caregivers 
hired taxis to send their children to school. Caregivers expressed their concern about taxi 
reliability. However, there was nothing they could do, as it was too far to send the children to 
school on a daily basis. As caregivers described, they could only rely on taxi drivers and pray 
for children’s safety. School travelling concern was also found from school personnel’s 
accounts. One school staff member reported that they could not afford to operate a school bus 
due to financial restriction. However, they were aware of the issue and organized a school-
wide safety meeting every year. Both taxi drivers and children’s guardians were invited to 
attend it. The school sometimes also invited guests from the Bureau of Transportation and the 
Railway Administration to give a speech on safety.  
Besides physical harm, children’s safety concern also existed in their peer relationships. 
Children left behind were reportedly timid in front of people, and some were even bullied by 
their peers. According to caregivers, bullying could happen to children left behind at any age, 
ranging from six to 14 years old.  However, caregivers’ capacity for keeping children from 
being bullied is limited. They sometimes isolated children within their home environment, 
which sacrificed children’s needs for play activities and peer relationships. According to 
caregivers, their interventions could not reach school, so they relied on school personnel to 
create a harmonious and safe environment for children left behind.   
Although school personnel were aware of the timidity of children left behind, they did not 
report any specific cases of children left behind being bullied. Rather, one school staff 
member reported a child left behind in her class, who was apt to lead a ‘gang’ at school. This 
staff member had to prevent the child from being involved in fights. 
Implications and recommendations for better addressing the needs of children left 
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behind 
Children left behind are vulnerable in terms of suffering from emotional loss and grief. 
Separation from parents has led to a range of psychological issues for these children (Ye and 
Pan 2011; Jia and Tian 2010). This study’s findings suggest that children left behind have 
unspoken needs yet to be explored by adults, especially kin caregivers who are committed to 
caring for them. However, kin caregivers lack skills to communicate well with children, and 
their hesitation to comfort upset children may even worsen the situation. Although healthy 
relationships between children and their parents were highly valued, caregivers reported 
conflicted attitudes regarding children’s contacts with their parents. They have to balance 
children’s attachments to their parents and educational needs, as the former could distract 
children’s study.   
Children’s needs are attached to each other, which means meeting certain needs influences 
the ways in which other needs are being addressed. When supportive resources are lacking, 
this connection could lead to a detrimental impact on children’s general wellbeing. For 
example, existing studies suggest that kin caregivers are usually not capable of tutoring 
children left behind (for example, see Ye and Pan 2011). Some caregivers in this study have 
sent children to live with teachers during the week. Such arrangements contribute to 
children’s academic performance, however, it is perhaps at the cost of sacrificing children’s 
emotional needs and mental health in the long run. Similar conflict can be also found in kin 
caregivers’ efforts to safeguard children left behind. These children sometimes are isolated at 
home for safety considerations. This might decrease the chance of children being harmed, 
however, it compromises children’s needs for play activities and peer relationships.  
In spite of some advantages, living in rural communities limits caregivers’ capacity for 
meeting children’s needs. This has been demonstrated in children’s school travelling, as well 
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as nutrition supply. Although studies have shown poor situations of children’s diet and 
nutrition (Gao et al. 2010; Luo et al. 2008), we found kin caregivers were aware of, and 
willing to promote, children’s diet. However, long travel distance, high expenditure, and 
personal health status all restrict caregivers’ endeavours to meet children’s needs.  
To sum up, our study suggests that children left behind have to struggle with unmet needs 
when their caregivers are not entitled to supportive resources. Findings in this study 
demonstrate an imperative need to assist these vulnerable families and promote their 
wellbeing, and thereby ensure that these children reach their potential and development goals. 
An agenda for governmental provision  
It is commonly agreed that the emergence of children left behind results from the unbalanced 
development between rural and urban areas in China, and it has become a widely recognized 
social problem (Ye and Pan 2011; Ye, Murray, and Wang 2010). Yet, to date, there has been 
little national policy leadership for this group. Although some local authorities have 
implemented policies to meet these children’s basic needs, a national policy document and 
response is still lacking.  
There has been an unbalanced development between formal and informal care provision in 
China (Saunders and Shang 2001), and this is especially the case for children left behind. As 
Qiao and Chan (2005) comment on child protection in China, more pressing social problems 
are more likely to be at the forefront of thinking by the Chinese government. To date, the 
government’s role is still minimal in the whole child welfare system (Shang 2008). Given the 
huge number of children left behind, it is imperative for the government to have these 
children’s needs on its agenda. Although most children left behind in China are cared for by 
their kin privately, the government’s responsibility should not be overlooked or minimized, 
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especially regarding the provision of a broad system of support and assistance to those in 
need.  
The usage of kinship care should be based on a good understanding of children’s needs 
(Dunne and Kettler 2006), which is essential to improve the wellbeing of disadvantaged and 
vulnerable children (Department of Health 2000). This present study has outlined the 
vulnerability of children left behind, so it is reasonable to suggest needs-focused policies in 
China are required. The unmet needs of children left behind are extensive. These needs not 
only include children’s physical health and safety, but also involve their emotional wellbeing 
and education. These aspects strongly indicate a need for inclusive policies that value and 
promote cooperation among different government departments. To date, the Ministry of 
Education has been actively supporting the school system to address these children’s needs. 
However, participants’ experiences reveal that far more work needs to be done beyond the 
school environment. For example, school travelling and road safety concerns signal a need 
for more supported involvement of the Ministry of Transport to safeguard these children.  
Caregivers in this study were highly committed and experienced in providing health care for 
children left behind. However, their capacities were challenged by local conditions. In view 
of the significant role of the Ministry of Health in promoting rural and community health, 
more health services should be provided for children left behind and their families. Since 
caregivers’ own health affects their capacity for meeting children’s needs, specific programs 
should be developed to promote caregivers’ and children’s health, such as regular health 
checks. These services require a broader network of village clinics as well as high quality 
treatment, which builds caregivers’ confidence in using local services for children.  
The Ministry of Civil Affairs might take the responsibility by providing material resources 
such as call vouchers, which can also benefit children’s attachment to their families. This 
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study found that some caregivers hesitated about children’s contact with their parents, partly 
because long distance calls are expensive. Providing these families with call vouchers 
encourages children’s interactions with their parents and promotes the relationships between 
them. In addiction to call vouchers, subsidies can be also extended to children’s food. Home 
gardens in rural communities cannot consistently provide nutritious foods throughout the 
year. Caregivers sometimes felt reluctant to travel to the central town for shopping, either 
because it was costly or inconvenient. Food subsidies, in this regard, are important for these 
rural children to have healthy meals without burdening caregivers so much.  
Filling the gap: introducing social services for children left behind 
The findings of this study suggest that specialized social services would benefit most children 
left behind by providing assistance to address their emotional and psychological needs 
outlined earlier. Although increasing attention has been drawn to intervention in rural 
communities, there is a dearth of social services in rural China (Bin 2009). In particular, there 
are no social work services available to address these children’s needs. To date, the most 
active organization that addresses the needs of children left behind is the All-China Women's 
Federation, which aims to promote Chinese women and children’s wellbeing. The All-China 
Women's Federation has a close relationship with the government and usually advocates to 
government departments to pay more attention to children left behind (All-China Women's 
Federation 2012). However, most of their work has been done through schools, as found in 
the present study. This includes establishing profiles of children left behind, organizing social 
donations, encouraging children’s regular contact with their parents, and arranging training 
programs for caregivers. During this process, however, the position of children left behind 
and their caregivers were extremely passive. They could not appeal for governmental support, 
because there was no legislative regulation to follow. In effect, they had little, if any, avenue 
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to seek help to address their individual and collective plight.  
Children left behind have specific needs due to the separation from their parents. As 
children’s extended family members, kin caregivers are able to alleviate these children’s 
emotional loss to some extent (Gleeson et al. 2008). However, they are often frustrated or 
overwhelmed by children’s complicated needs. This could be worse if children left behind 
were timid and hard to communicate with. In this regard, specialized social work is vital for 
caregivers to better understand and meet children’s needs, as well as build caregivers’ 
capacities.  
Social workers are highly trained professionals with expertise to address the mental health of 
children and their caregivers, as well as being able to work at a community level to respond 
to collective social needs. For example, they are able to identify the timid characteristics of 
children left behind and address their safety concerns possibly found in peer interactions. By 
involving social workers, both children and family members can be enabled to voice their 
needs and obtain professional assistance. This is especially important for children’s emotional 
needs and mental health, since well trained social workers are able to address the 
communication related issues found between these two groups.  
In addition to the emotional needs and mental health of children left behind, social work also 
benefits their education. It can be augured that counselling services provided by social work 
inspires caregivers to rethink their roles, and contributes to balancing children’s contact with 
parents and their study. In addition, social work can be a good avenue to bring rural families 
and schools together, through which children’s educational needs are identified and addressed 
accordingly. For example, in view of caregivers’ limited capacity, future social workers can 
assist with arranging specialized tutoring services where needed for children left behind. This 
program can be developed along with travel assistance for rural families, given that local 
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public transport is inadequate. By doing this, social work will also facilitate the cooperation 
among government departments as discussed above. The role of schools and other 
organizations in improving these children’s studies, therefore, can be further enhanced.  
Utilize community resources 
This study found rural residents’ strong connection with local community. The needs focused 
policies for children left behind, therefore, should be community based. Community 
resources benefit children left behind in many ways. For example, they enhance caregivers’ 
child rearing capacity through informal provisions, such as temporary or respite care 
provided by community members. This is especially the case when caregivers are busy with 
farming. Moreover, rural communities generally create a relatively safe and beneficial 
environment for children left behind, where they can be well protected from harm and 
emotional distress and have opportunities to play, grow and develop. This is especially the 
case in this study, as we found local villagers were familiar with children left behind, and 
they were alert to any strangers who made contact with or inquired about these children. This 
advantage must be valued and made consistent with policy development, as it especially 
meets the children’s need for multiple relationships.  
Besides extended family and neighbours, there are also accessible institutional resources in 
community, such as the school, police station, hospital, clinics, transportation bureau, etc. If 
these organizations are mobilized and coordinated along with individuals, both children left 
behind and their families can benefit from the strong relationships built up within the local 
community. Compared with standard governmental support, the community-based 
approaches are more natural because of the valuing of neighbourhood (Haski-Leventhal, Ben-
Arieh, and Melton 2008) and community connection (Cheers, Darracott, and Lonne 2007).  
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Conclusion  
Children left behind are a vulnerable group who have specific needs that are not currently 
adequately addressed. The unmet needs of this huge population have become a significant 
social problem in contemporary China. Although kin caregivers are able to provide protective 
care for children left behind, their capacities for meeting children’s diverse needs are limited. 
In view of institutional reasons that these rural children are left behind, it is imperative for the 
government to take responsibilities to promote their wellbeing. The extensive needs of 
children left behind suggest the involvement of several groups. Therefore, an inclusive 
network is required, which involves family, community, the government, as well as social 
workers. In the long run, addressing the needs above not only benefits the children and their 
families, but also contributes to China’s economic and social development. 
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